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Voices in Michigan Literacy
An interview with Dr. R.J. Willey
BY JENNIFER

S

l.

BERNE

o many of those who teach writing do so by default-they really want to teach Shakespeare or modem

poetry but those classes are so rare compared to composition courses that they end up teaching writing.
R.J. Willey is one of an increasingly rare breed: He is, by choice and by trade, a teacher of writing.

Dr. Willey holds an M.F.A. in creative writing and a Ph.D. in rhetoric and composition from the University
of Arizona, where he did his dissertation research on the effect of knowledge of audience on college student
writers. That work has since been published in an edited volume and continues to influence scholars of
composition studies. He is the author of a textbook for basic writers called Process of Discovery: A Writers
Workshop.
He is a faculty member at Oakland Community College in Farmington Hills, Michigan where he teaches
courses in basic writing, freshman composition, creative writing, and occasionally, literature. Dr. Willey is
a valuable voice in Michigan literacy because as a community college faculty member he helps bridge the
gap between K-12 writing instruction and four-year college writing. He is also innovative and passionate
about writing as a tool for thinking, as a means of expression, and as a key for personal change. Dr. Willey
agreed to reflect on his work as a writing teacher and a writer and share it with MRJ readers.
JB: How have you seen the needs of college writers shift in the years you have taught writing? How do you
account for those changes?
RJW: I find that more and more of my students have had some process-oriented writing instruction. Most of
them have been exposed to invention activities, in particular-freewriting, mind-mapping, etc. This exposure
doesn't always mean that they're actively using more effective invention strategies though. Because I teach
primarily basic writing, many of my students do not in fact make use of the very strategies they've been exposed
to. However, it's increasingly obvious that their K-12 teachers have been educated and use contemporary theory
and pedagogy. That's a very good thing.
JB: What do you believe is the single most important thing that elementary, middle, and high school teachers can do to prepare students to write successfully in higher education?
RJW: I believe more emphasis must be put on revision-so many of our students come to us with no real idea
of how to revise their own work. Most all the revising they've done is at the sentence level, and few have ever
considered deep revisions based on the informational needs of their readers. Few have written essays that went
through more than two drafts, and too many still only have written one teacher-marked draft. At the middle and
high school levels, too, I think more needs to be done to teach students how to avoid plagiarism. Many, many of
our students quite freely plagiarize, particularly from the Web, and more and more often they are claiming they
"didn't know" it was wrong to do so. I'm speaking not of buying entire essays via a website-they all know
that's wrong-but of the using large chunks of text from their research.
JB: How is the connection between reading and writing manifested in the college writing courses that you teach?

RJW: Our basic reading and writing courses, called Academic Literacy, are 6 hours devoted to teaching both
subjects as recursive processes. They are completely intermingled. In my freshman composition courses, stu-
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dents read other essays, both one another's and professional models, as well as read and write about one or more
literary works. Again, reading and writing are inseparable.
And as a writing teacher who also teaches literature, each of the literature courses I teach has a large writing
component: journals, essays, written exams.
JB: Can you recommend some books that have inspired your own writing or the writing of your students?
RJW: Peter Elbow's Writing with Power changed the way I taught writing forever. I believe it's still among the
best writing books ever written. I also recommend Elbow's Embracing Contraries for all who teach writing.
JB: Can you recall a student or students whose lives were shaped by their discovery of themselves as a
writer?
RJW: I was teaching freshman comp one summer, and I had a number of students I'll never forget. There were
no set assignments; students were required to write five essays, at least two of which were "academic" in nature.
During the course of the semester, I read essays by a middle-aged recovering heroin addict who wrote about his
struggles with recovery. Two of my students had struggled with anorexia and bulimia, and each wrote essays
about their struggles, one of whom recounted the heart transplant she'd had the previous fall because she had
destroyed her own heart from her years of purging. And one young woman, a Chaldean-American, wrote of her
sister's suicide on the eve of her arranged wedding to a complete stranger from Iraq. These things happen in
writing classes every day.
JB: How has the use of computers as a tool to teach writing change the way you teach and your students
learn? Can teachers who may have limited access to technology still help their students to employ these
tools?
RJW: I am fortunate to teach all my writing classes in computer labs, which has enabled me to make all of
the courses true writing workshops. Very little is done with the entire class; instead, there will be groups of
students working together on drafts while other students are at the computers composing or revising. Students
take chances when revising they didn't take in the paper and pen/typing era. I believe they revise more due to
the ease with which they can make changes. It's difficult for me to imagine teaching writing any other way, to
imagine not having those computers all the time.
JB: What is your experience with the ability of your students to make the transition from K-12 to higher
education in the context of writing? What do they know how to do? What do they struggle with?
RJW: What so many of my students lack are good student skills, which I'm sure affects them as much in all their
classes as it does in my writing classes. This comes with the territory of an open admissions community college.
Many students come to us undisciplined, with little or no sense of time management, with little or no study
skills, weak reading and writing abilities. Especially in the basic writing-reading courses, my job is as much
about teaching people how to be students as it is about teaching writing and reading.
JB: What has the teaching of writing meant to you?
RJW: I came to the teaching of writing because I write, having begun as a teaching assistant while working on
an M.F.A. in creative writing. So writing is more than what I teach; it's where I live.
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